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Chattanooga Divided:
The Fight for School Desegregation
“Trapped in a segregated world, African Americans in the 1950s centered themselves on one of the most 
serious issues of the social divide, public schools. As history has shown, nowhere else in the United States 
is separation more visible than in the public-school system.” At the culmination of the education dispute, 
and through the fight to the Supreme Court, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka in 1954 was an earth-
shattering decree against the separation and inequality harbored in America’s schools. 
“When God made the first white man, He wanted him to be white or He would have put 
him some other color. If He aimed for us to be put together with the Negroes, He would 
have made us the same color, therefore, I don’t want any Negro around me in any way.”
Opinion of a white high school sophomore in Chattanooga, 1955
“I firmly believe there is no one person on the face of the earth any better than another 
because of his color. God made the Negro, as he did the white, from dust...There is no 
room in a Christian world for racial prejudice and discrimination of any kind.”
Opinion of a white high school sophomore in Chattanooga, 1955
With the passing of Brown in 1954, the Chattanooga Board of Education began debating its ramifications 
in the local school systems by 1955. ]The board agreed to comply to the Brown decision, but no immediate 
action was taken for many years. A five-year delay of integration was instituted by the school board on the 
grounds of potential “irreparable” damage to communities. Though protested by the NAACP, activists, and 
the black community, the delay stood until 1960, when an integration suit was brought against the board 
by local NAACP member James Mapp. This suit initiated a push by the courts for Chattanooga to integrate. 
Later than same year, the school board unveiled a reluctant plan for desegregation. The plan outlined 
the abolishment of compulsory school segregation based on race, the establishment of a single system of 
school zones, and a timetable of implementation. Though not perfect, as highlighted by the plan’s clause to 
allow student transfer based on racial majorities, black community leaders and integrationists were eager 
to begin “peaceful execution” of desegregation. 
Following the landmark case of Brown, the Chattanooga Board of Education 
announces its willingness to comply with school integration. Courtesy of the 
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga Special Collections.
Authored by Chris Bishop, Addy Green, Owen Kelly, Brooke Sobo, and Sam Tilleros, students in Professor Eckelmann Berghel’s 
Modern Civil Rights Struggle class in the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga (UTC) Department of History in Fall 2018. 
Starting in the 1962-63 school year, 
grades 1-3 began to integrate. For 
the next nine years, each continuing 
grade was integrated, resulting in 
complete integration by 1971, almost 
twenty years since Brown v Board first 
passed through the supreme court. 
The local community was undoubtedly 
transfixed with the issues of school 
integration. With the Chattanooga Board 
of Education’s quick response to the 
decision and its quick assemble of an 
Interracial Advisory Committee (IAC) to 
oversee the discussion of integration, it 
seemed that the community was on the 
verge of something great. Yet, the school 
board found in the community many 
supporters for its readiness to execute 
Brown, but alongside those supporters 
were countless community members in 
utter protest. The Chattanooga Board 
of Education meetings featuring the Interracial Advisory Committee’s discussions on integration were 
subject to chaos and white hostility to the idea of imminent integration, eventually causing the committee 
to dismantle an integration plan. The community’s discussion on the desegregation, was an increasingly 
polarized issue. Because of the prejudices of the community paired with the activism of integrationists, 
Chattanooga is an interesting case study into how the equal functionality of the public-school system had 
the immense power of dividing the community. 
 Seventeen years after the landmark Brown v Board decision, Chattanooga schools are fully integrated. 
Courtesy of the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga Special Collections.
“Protest for Dignity”:
Black Power in Chattanooga
“The black community is slowly waking up in Chattanooga, and when it completely awakes, the whole 
town will tremble.” Black Power, too often perceived as a violent, militant ideology, focused on economic 
independence, social programs, basic human rights, and community-based responsibility. They reformed 
the negative stereotypes of black individuals by, instead, embracing the black identity with pride. No longer 
standing for the oppression of systemic racism, the outcry from the black community resulted in the 
formation of new voices. The local Black Power newspaper, The Black United Front, published an article 
with several demands that encompassed the goals of Black Power. 
We Want Jobs!We Want Freedom!
We Want Education!
We Want Housing!
We Want Political and 
Economic Power!
We Want Control of Our 
Communities!
On the back of The Black United Front 
newspapers, community employers posted ads 
that demonstrated how the black community took 
matters into their own hands. This lessened the 
reliance on white people, an important goal of the 
Black Power movement. 
From The Black United Front in a piece titled 
“Repression,” the author makes this statement on 
what repression means for the black community: 
“In the United States, black people are the first to 
be repressed. As the most exploited and abused 
people in our country, black people have the 
greatest stake in making this a free and just 
society, thus, they are singled out by those in power 
for the most consistent, extensive, and severe 
repression. The life of any black man or woman is a 
study in repression.” 
Authored by Kristin Cummings, Joseph Dycus, Alondra Gomez, Britany Green, Delaney Lay, and Kiana Reece, students in Professor Eckelmann Berghel’s 
Modern Civil Rights Struggle class in the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga Department of History in Fall 2018. 
WE DEMAND AN END TO RACISM!
In an article from the Black Fist newspapers, 
a “Black Brainerd Student” writes about their 
experience after a member of the White Citizens’ 
Council visited Brainerd with a Rebel flag. A black 
student explained why this was upsetting, as white 
students did not understand. Brainerd High School, 
a technically integrated school, showed that white 
students still did not regard the black students 
as equals. A passage states, “The black students 
cannot relate to your South traditions because the 
honkie, the North and South, won that Civil War. 
The black man gained nothing and today the black 
man still has nothing but the same second-class 
citizenship he had at the end of the Civil War.”
 Image from the cover of the The Black United Front newsletter, vol. 1, no. 18 
published on May 2, 1970. Courtesy of the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga 
Special Collections.
Elks Apartments offers an example of the basic 
need for adequate housing, “The people do not 
have a feeling of unity, a feeling of really being a 
part of the community in which they live, because 
management does not see them as human beings 
with certain human rights.”
A 1969 edition of the Echo, the student newspaper 
published at the University of Tennessee at 
Chattanooga, features a story about the Black 
Student Association (BSA) occupying the Guerry 
Student Center and the Chancellor’s house. This 
protest occurred in response to discrimination at 
a student organization basketball competition. 
The BSA also demanded that the football games 
could not include the Dixie song, and the members 
of campus must face consequences for racism. 
UTC Chancellor, William Masterson, proposed a 
committee to address the demands, but the BSA 
rejected his proposal. They felt a committee would 
not result in action. The BSA’s opposition to racism 
as an independent community is the essence of 
black power. The Echo sums it up as a “protest for 
dignity.” 
Image from the cover of the The University Echo student newspaper, vol. 69, no. 
10 published on December 16, 1969. Courtesy of the University of Tennessee at 
Chattanooga Special Collections.
This image of police brutality represents the 
unfair treatment of black people by the local law 
enforcement. The Black Power movement sought to 
take back power from the corrupt police force that 
governed Chattanooga. 
 Image from the cover of the The Black United Front newsletter, vol. 1, no. 19 
published in 1971. Courtesy of the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga 
Special Collections.
Recovering Perspectives:
Desegregation of the University of 
Chattanooga
In 1963, the University of Chattanooga (renamed 
the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga in 
1969) decided to temporarily desegregate the 
summer graduate program. The decision was made 
during a meeting with the university’s President, 
Dr. Leroy Martin, and the Board of Trustees to 
allow admission of students into the graduate 
school program “without regard to race, color or 
creed.”
With the success of the summer graduate school 
desegregation, the University of Chattanooga (UC) 
integrated completely in 1965, including graduate 
and undergraduate classrooms, residence halls, 
and all other facilities. Sources from within the 
University claimed that the desegregation was a 
civil process.
Story from the front page of the Chattanooga 
Daily Times published on February 26, 1963. 
Courtesy of the University of Tennessee at 
Chattanooga Special Collections.
Student Thoughts
While each held their own opinions on the subject, 
overall the students of UC were receptive to the idea 
of desegregating. An editorial in the September 20, 
1963 issue of the University Echo, UC’s student 
newspaper, described the integration as “without 
incident.” The process was so successful, most 
other summer students did not seem to mind their 
new classmates. The editorial chalked this up to the 
“maturity and social justice” found in UC students, 
and hoped this reaction would instill confidence 
in the Board of Trustees to open enrollment 
to students of any race throughout the entire 
university.
 
The Student Council, who served as the 
representation and voice of the student body, 
passed a resolution encouraging the desegregation 
of UC. In the resolution, the Student Council 
President said they believed “that the student body 
of this university is mature enough to adjust to the 
integration of the University with a minimum of 
disturbance and a maximum of good taste.” While 
Student Council president Joel Cunningham noted 
the student’s diverse opinions, he highlighted the 
positives associated with desegregating UC, and 
reassured the board of their willingness to help the 
integration process run smoothly.Opinion about racial integration submitted by the University of 
Chattanooga Study Council on April 14, 1964. Courtesy of the 
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga Special Collections.
An Inside Perspective
The University of Chattanooga hand-picked 9 
applicants as the first black students in the 
graduate program. Of them, Horace Traylor 
became the first African-American to graduate 
from the University of Chattanooga. Traylor was a 
prominent member of the community as President 
of Chattanooga City College, a predominantly 
black institution. Traylor applied to the University 
multiple times before the decision to desegregate. 
The Board of Trustees, as well as faculty members 
in the School of Education, wanted Traylor to be 
chosen due to his educational experience.
 Image of Horace Traylor from Moccasin yearbook 
published by University of Chattanooga students 
in 1970. Courtesy of the University of Tennessee 
at Chattanooga Special Collections.
According to Traylor, the integration of the 
University went fairly well and without, “...
resistance, even from the faculty or the students”. 
He described the feeling by saying, “The only time I 
knew I was Negro was when I walked by a mirror.” 
The success of Traylor and the other 8 students 
admitted in the summer of 1963 inspired the 
community to continue positive change for Civil 
Rights in Chattanooga.
 
Authored by Wesley Bolton, Madison Dalton, Miguel Detillier, Shea Hanna, and Noah Silver, students in Professor Eckelmann Berghel’s 
Modern Civil Rights Struggle class in the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga (UTC) Department of History in Fall 2018. 
White Opposition to a
Changing Chattanooga
Racism against African Americans is an ideology so 
deeply rooted in the history of the American South 
that it is impossible to talk about one without 
the other. Racism took the form of many different 
acts in Chattanooga, Tennessee. White resistance 
to the Civil Rights Movement took active and 
passive forms. Passive resistance was nonviolence 
opposition regarding legal requirements such as 
integration in schools. Active resistance is the 
physical opposition to laws, such as police using 
water hoses on protestors or harassment from the 
Ku Klux Klan. Both forms of resistance sought to 
preserve the whiteness that was embedded in the 
everyday life of the white Southerner.
Firemen attack protesters with fire 
hoses. Courtesy of the Chattanooga 
Public Library and University of 






The active resistance with the use of fire hoses 
to disperse crowds of protesters during the sit-
ins in 1960 was also met with passive resistance 
through the news coverage from local papers. 
The Chattanooga News-Free Press attempted to 
portray the situation as “extremely dangerous” 
and the crowd as a “riot”. In the local newspapers, 
it was portrayed in a negative light even though 
no violence occurred, aside from the use of fire 
hoses against the protestors. White resistors used 
the media to portray the sit-ins and protesters in 
Chattanooga unruly and dangerous, fomenting an 
inaccurate image of those seeking equal rights and 
protections from racism. These passive swipes at 
integration helped shape local views of the Civil 
Rights Movement.
Officials Forced to Resort to Fire Hose as City has Worst Racial Disturbance. 
Courtesy of the Chattanooga Public Library and University of Tennessee at 
Chattanooga Special Collections.
In order to counter the protests and demonstrations 
of the Civil Rights Movement in Chattanooga, pro-
segregationists and white supremacists relied on 
intimidation. Harassment often came from the hate 
group known as the Ku Klux Klan. Members of 
the group would scare African American citizens 
by burning crosses in their yards, destroying their 
homes and vehicles with handmade explosives, 
and physical violence. Guns and other weapons 
were also publicly displayed to further strike fear 
in the African American citizens. African Americans 
also received intimidation threats from local law 
enforcement. During this time, police would arrive 
in riot gear and in large numbers in order to appear 
more frightening. The threat of violence was a 
common method of intimidation. Police would often 
stop African Americans and wrongfully accuse them 
in order to search or interrogate them. Ultimately, 
the police were not there to protect and serve black 
communities in the South.
Chattanooga Klan No. 48, Realm of Tennessee, Invisible Empire Knights of the 
Ku Klux Klan. Courtesy of the Chattanooga Public Library and the University of 
Tennessee at Chattanooga Special Collections.
Exclusion
Policy and Legislation
Baring African American students from certain 
privileges, such as better facilities, like in this 
article, was one way white citizens resisted the 
civil rights movement. In a 1958 newspaper article 
entitled “Colored Groups Asks Unused Rooms in 
White Schools for Negro Pupils,” the Chattanooga 
School Board is reported as delaying integration 
due to public hostility from the white community. 
In response, local African American activist group, 
Citizens for General Improvement, suggested being 
able to use unused classrooms in the Woodmore 
and Barger elementary schools. Considering that 
the landmark Supreme Court decision in Brown 
v. Board of Education of Topeka declared public 
school desegregation illegal four years earlier, 
denying blacks access to all white facilities was 
one small way that whites could still hold on to 
the power that they believed they were losing. 
The Improvement group decided to file a lawsuit 
because what the Chattanooga Board was doing 
was unconstitutional.
A common strategy embraced by segregationists 
during the Civil Rights Era was the use of 
specific policies and legislation to further oppress 
African Americans. Many black Chattanoogans 
demanded that the public schools in the city be 
integrated so that their children would have the 
same educational opportunities as white children. 
However, many whites opposed racial mixing in the 
city’s schools. As a result, requests of the African 
Americans to integrate the public schools were 
denied. In November of 1960, the request of three 
African American parents to have their children 
integrate with the white children of Glenwood 
School was denied. One of those parents was James 
R. Mapp, the president of the Chattanooga chapter 
of the NAACP.
Authored by Dominic Austin, Madison Beckner, Christian Cage-Henderson, Chance Kuban, Cheyenne Pearson, and Sarah Yarbrough, students in Professor 
Eckelmann Berghel’s Modern Civil Rights Struggle class in the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga (UTC) Department of History in Fall 2018. 
Chattanooga Youth Activism:
How Howard Students Impacted the 
Civil Rights Movement
“Well, we read the papers… We want civil rights…”
Howard High School Student
In the early 1960s, the Civil Rights Movement 
was gaining national attention, including in 
Chattanooga. Local Howard High School students 
heard about the movement from newspaper reports 
on the ‘sit-ins’ and wanted to participate as well. 
The protests from Howard students continued for 
about one week, before being noticed by local white 
students. The resulting clash between the white 
and black students would certainly be a first for the 
city of Chattanooga.
 Photograph of Howard High School students marching in downtown Chattanooga in 
1960. Courtesy of the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga Special Collections.
Photograph of Howard High School students leading a lunch 
counter sit-in at S. H. Kress & Co. department store in downtown 
Chattanooga. Courtesy of the University of Tennessee at 
Chattanooga Special Collections.
On February 24, 1960, a 500 person riot broke out 
in downtown Chattanooga. Four lunch counters on 
Market Street were intentionally filled up by white 
students after school to block black students from 
staging ‘sit-ins’. The two groups began to fight, 
which resulted in twelve arrests, use of fire hoses, 
and a massive police response. Chattanooga Mayor 
Olgiati and police chief Brown coordinated efforts to 
heavily monitor the downtown area and for a ban 
on students going downtown after school.
After peace returned to Chattanooga, Civil Rights 
activists and leaders Reverend James Lawson and 
Ruby Hurley visited the city to discuss the recent 
events. Lawson and Hurley better prepared the local 
Howard students for future protests and taught 
tactics for how to successfully organize. Another 
major development was the Chattanooga NAACP 
president, James Mapp, publicly stating his support 
for the Howard students.
“The right to protest is a basic American right and should be 
respected by all citizens.”
James Mapp
Now armed with new knowledge, the Howard 
students resumed their ‘sit-in’ efforts in May 
of 1960 with more organized and structured 
efforts.  Principal Bond was still hesitant about 
the situation, stating, “Disciplinary action may 
be required…” if students continue with ‘sit-
ins’.  Despite these challenges, Howard students  
continued demonstrating, and by August of 1960 
some Chattanooga lunch counters were serving 
black customers.  The young activists did not stop 
with simply integrating lunch counters. They soon 
moved on to other local businesses. The next prime 
target was movie theaters with the students staging 
“look-ins” and protesting outside of the theaters.  
Interestingly, by this point, Howard Principal 
Bond had changed his view of the local civil rights 
activists, stating, “The movements in which they 
are now engaged are their way of giving voice and 
expression to their aspirations of full citizenship.”
By now the young Chattanooga civil rights activists 
had truly become united with the national cause 
which first inspired them. One famous example is 
Howard student Willie Ricks, who even participated 
in the Meredith March in 1966 with Martin Luther 
King. Ricks became a key member of SNCC, 
and later a strong supporter for the Black Power 
movement. His legacy as a Howard High School 
student who was inspired by local events to become 
an important civil rights figure shows what a major 
impact youth activism had on Chattanooga.
Authored by Chandler Elkins, Ryan Scofield, Katy Sommerfeld, Kaitlyn Warf, and Kristin Woodall, students in Professor Eckelmann Berghel’s 
Modern Civil Rights Struggle class in the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga (UTC) Department of History in Fall 2018. 
 Photograph of Howard High School students facing disorderly conduct charges 
during a “look-in” demonstration at the State Theater in March 1961. Courtesy of the 
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga Special Collections.
